INTRODUCTION
of prevention shows that although there is still a strong preference for the use of the quantitative/experimental approach to evaluate the effectiveness of prevention programs for adolescents, the number of qualitative evaluation studies in this area is increasing [2] .
The Project P.A.T.H.S. (Positive Adolescent Training through Holistic Social Programmes) is a youth enhancement program that attempts to promote holistic youth development in Hong Kong [3] . There are two tiers of programs (Tier 1 and Tier 2) in this project. The Tier 1 Program is a universal positive youth development program based on 15 positive youth development constructs [4] in which students in Secondary 1 to 3 will take part. Obviously, to enable researchers to claim that the Tier 1 Program of the project is effective, research evidence is needed. Adopting the one-group pre-and post-test design, Shek [5] reported that there were positive changes in the students who joined the Tier 1 Program. The positive changes included enhancement in psychosocial competencies (social, emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and moral), resilience, self-determination, self-efficacy, beliefs in the future, and clear and positive identity. While the objective outcome evaluation findings are encouraging, it should be noted that there are limitations of the conclusions that can be derived from such a pre-experimental design. As such, it is argued that evaluation data based on qualitative methodology should also be conducted to examine the participants' perceptions of the program as well as the perceived program effects.
In their review of the common problems intrinsic to qualitative evaluation studies in the social work literature, Shek et al. [2] suggested that 12 principles should be maintained in a qualitative evaluation study. These include: explicit statement of the philosophical base of the study (Principle 1); justifications for the number and nature of the participants of the study (Principle 2); detailed description of the data collection procedures (Principle 3); discussion of the biases and preoccupations of the researchers (Principle 4); description of the steps taken to guard against biases or arguments that biases should and/or could not be eliminated (Principle 5); inclusion of measures of reliability, such as inter-and intra-rater reliability (Principle 6); inclusion of measures of triangulation in terms of researchers and data types (Principle 7); inclusion of peer-and member-checking procedures (Principle 8); consciousness of the importance and development of audit trails (Principle 9); consideration of alternative explanations for the observed findings (Principle 10); inclusion of explanations for negative evidence (Principle 11); and clear statement of the limitations of the study (Principle 12). In this qualitative evaluation study, the above principles were upheld as far as possible.
The purpose of this paper is to describe some of the qualitative findings based on focus group interviews with students participating in the Tier 1 Program. Although there are many strands of qualitative research [6] , the most commonly used approach in qualitative research is the general qualitative approach where the general strategies of qualitative research are employed (e.g., collection of qualitative data, respecting the views of the informants, data analysis without a preset coding scheme), but a specific qualitative approach is not adhered to [7] . The exposition of the nature of this qualitative study is consistent with the view of Shek et al. [2] that there should be an explicit statement of the philosophical base of the study (Principle 1).
METHODS Participants
Among the 52 schools joining the Experimental Implementation Phase, there were 29 schools adopting the full program (i.e., 20h program involving 40 units) and 23 schools adopted the 10h core program only. In the sampling process, eight randomly selected schools joining the full program and two randomly selected schools joining the core program were invited to participate in the focus group interviews. As the time for conducting the interviews was near the end of the term, three schools joining the full program and one school joining the core program declined our invitation to participate. As a result, five schools joining the full program (with one school expressing having difficulty to arrange group interviews with students) and one school joining the core program joined the focus group interviews (i.e., a total of six schools). For one school, the research team discovered at the time of the interview that untrained teachers had implemented the program, although the school had sent a sufficient number of teachers to join the training workshops held in the fall of 2005. As this practice seriously violated the program requirement and it seriously undermined the implementation quality of the program, the interview data based on this school were discarded. For another school, because space was enough to form two groups, two separate focus groups were conducted. In short, five focus groups based on students recruited from four schools (three schools joining the full program and one school joining the core program) participated in the focus group interviews.
For the consenting schools, the workers concerned randomly selected informants from the participating students to join the focus groups. As a result, 43 students participated in the focus group interviews, with 10 students (one focus group) from School A, 12 students (one focus group) from School B, 11 students (two focus groups) from School C, and 10 students (one focus group) from School D.
As the number of schools randomly sampled was roughly one-tenth of the participating schools, the number can be regarded as acceptable. Furthermore, the strategy of randomly selecting the schools, which is not commonly done in qualitative evaluation studies, can be regarded as an additional strength of the study. Finally, random selection of students from the students joining the Tier 1 Program can help to enhance the generalizability of the findings. The number of students joining the focus group discussion can also be regarded as acceptable. These arguments can satisfy Principle 2 (i.e., justifications for the number and nature of the participants of the study) proposed by Shek et al. [2] .
Procedures
The researchers and the research assistants individually or jointly conducted the focus group interviews. During the interviews, the participants were encouraged to verbalize their views and perceptions of the program. With respect to Principle 3 (i.e., detailed description of the data collection procedures) suggested by Shek et al. [2] , the broad interview guide of the focus group interviews conducted is presented in Table 1 . The interview questions were designed with reference to the CIPP model [8] and previous research [9] . In the interviews, the facilitators were conscious of the importance of adopting an open attitude to accommodate both positive and negative experiences expressed by the program participants. As the research assistants and researchers conducting the interviews either had training in social group work and/or substantial group work experience, they were conscious of the importance of encouraging the informants to express views of different nature, including both positive and negative views. After obtaining the consent of the participants, the focus group interviews were audio taped.
Data Analysis
The interviews were tape recorded, and the content of the interviews was fully transcribed by student helpers and checked for accuracy by two research assistants. To enhance triangulation in the coding process, two research assistants and the first author were involved in the data analyses of the narratives. Our unit of analysis was a meaningful unit instead of a statement. For example, the statement that a program was "meaningful and amusing" would be broken down to two meaningful units or attributes, namely, "meaningful" and "amusing".
The present coding system was developed after much consideration of the raw data and several preliminary analyses. After initial coding, the positive or negative nature of the codes was determined, with four possibilities (positive code, negative code, neutral code, and undecided code). To enhance the reliability of the coding of the positive or negative nature of the raw codes, intra-and inter-rater reliability were carried out. Furthermore, descriptions with the same meaning (e.g., "good quality" and "high quality") were grouped into the same attribute category. Because of space limitation, qualitative findings on three areas are presented in this paper: (1) descriptors that were used by the informant to describe the program, (2) metaphors (i.e., incidents, objects, or feelings) that were used by the informants to stand for the program, and (3) participants' perceptions of the benefits of the program on themselves. 
Comments on the Program Implementation
• What are your thoughts on the degree or extent of participation of the entire class (i.e., all the students)?
• How do you feel about the atmosphere and discipline of the class when the program was implemented?
• What are the responses of the participating students regarding the program? 
Ideological Biases and Preoccupations as Well as Strategies to Deal with Them
Shek et al. [2] argued for the importance of discussing the ideological biases and preoccupations of the researchers in a qualitative evaluation report (Principle 4). As program developers, the authors might have the preoccupation that the implemented program was good and it was beneficial to the students. In addition, the researchers might have the tendency to look at positive evidence rather than negative evidence. Thus, it is important to discuss how such biases were addressed in this study [2] . Several safeguards against the subtle influence of such ideological biases and preoccupations were included in the process of the study (Principle 5). First, the researchers were conscious of the existence of ideological preoccupations (e.g., positive youth development programs are beneficial to adolescents), and data collection and data analyses procedures were carried out in a disciplined manner. Second, although the analyses and interpretations were mainly carried out by the first author with the assistance of the two research assistants, inter-and intra-rater reliability checks on the coding were carried out (Principle 6). Third, multiple researchers and research assistants were involved in the data collection and analysis processes (Principle 7). Fourth, the first author was conscious of the importance and development of audit trails (Principle 9). The tapes, transcriptions, and steps involved in the development of coding system and interpretations were properly documented and systematically organized.
RESULTS
For the descriptors used by the informants to describe the program, there were 71 raw descriptors and they could be further categorized into 22 categories (Table 2) . Among these descriptors, 54 (76.1%) of them were coded as positive descriptors. In order to examine the reliability of the coding, the research assistants recoded 20 randomly selected raw descriptors (without knowing the original codes given) at the end of the scoring process. Intra-rater agreement percentages calculated from these descriptors were 100 and 100% for the two research assistants, respectively. Finally, these 20 randomly selected descriptors were coded by two colleagues with Ph.D. degrees without knowing the original codes given. Finding showed that the coded responses corresponded to those of the first author (95 and 85%, respectively).
For the metaphors that were used by the informants that could stand for the program, there were 35 raw "objects" involving 40 related attributes ( Table 3 ). The findings showed that 27 metaphors (77.1%) can be regarded as positive metaphors and 33 attributes (82.5%) can be regarded as positive attributes. In order to examine the reliability of the coding, the research assistants recoded 20 randomly selected metaphors without knowing the original codes given at the end of the scoring process. Intra-rater agreement percentages calculated from these metaphors were 95 and 95% for the two research assistants, respectively. Finally, the metaphors were coded by two doctoral level colleagues, with high inter-rater agreement with the first author (90 and 85%, respectively).
Regarding the perceived benefits of the program on the program participants, 129 responses were recorded involving 40 attribute categories ( Table 4 ). The findings showed that 124 responses (96.1%) were coded as positive responses. In order to examine the reliability of the coding, the research assistants recoded 20 randomly selected responses without knowing the original codes given at the end of the scoring process. Intra-rater agreement percentages calculated from these responses were 100 and 100%, respectively. Finally, the raw benefit categories were coded by two doctoral level colleagues without knowing the original codes given. Results showed that inter-rater agreement percentages between these raters and the first author were 95 and 100%, respectively.
DISCUSSION
This paper attempts to examine the perceptions of the program participants regarding the qualities and effectiveness of the Tier 1 Program of the P.A.T.H.S. Project. Two major conclusions can be drawn from the qualitative evaluation findings obtained in this study. First, the program was basically perceived in a favorable light from the perspective of the program participants (Tables 2 and 3 ). Although some students perceived the program to be boring, this was not the dominant view, and some participants perceived the program to be amusing and exciting. Such negative findings are consistent with the observation of Shek [5] that roughly 15% of the participants did not perceive the program to be effective. Second, the findings in Table 4 strongly suggest that most of the participants perceived the program to be beneficial to them, with 96.1% of the responses coded as positive responses. Generally speaking, benefits in the domains of bonding (e.g., improved communication and relationship with family), resilience (e.g., enhanced stress management), social competence (e.g., improved communication skills and interpersonal relationship), emotional competence (e.g., enhanced ability in handling emotions), cognitive competence (e.g., enhanced critical thinking), behavioral competence (e.g., acquisition of refusal skills), moral competence (e.g., increased awareness of public morals), self-efficacy (e.g., enhanced self-efficacy), self-determination (e.g., enhanced self-confidence), beliefs in the future (e.g., helpful for future career), spirituality (e.g., helpful in understanding purpose of life), clear and positive identity (e.g., enhanced self-understanding), prosocial norms (e.g., enhanced respect for others) and prosocial involvement (e.g., engagement in voluntary work) were observed. These observations are consistent with the objective outcome evaluation findings of Shek [5] that the students changed in the positive direction in various outcome indicators. With reference to the principle of triangulation, the Shek et al. [2] suggested that it is important to consider alternative explanations in the interpretations of qualitative evaluation findings (Principle 10). There are several possible alternative explanations for the present findings. First, the findings can be explained in terms of demand characteristics. However, this explanation is not likely because the informants were encouraged to voice their views without restriction and negative voices were in fact heard. In addition, as the teachers were not present, there was no need for the students to narrate in a socially desirable manner. The second alternative explanation is that the findings were due to selection bias. However, this argument is not strong as the schools and students were randomly selected. The third alternative explanation is that the positive findings were due to ideological biases of the researchers. As several safeguards were used to reduce biases in the data collection and analysis processes, this possibility is not high. Finally, it may be argued that the perceived benefits were due to other youth enhancement programs. However, this argument can be partially dismissed as none of the schools in this study participated in the major youth enhancement programs in Hong Kong, including the Adolescent Health Project and the Understanding the Adolescent Project. In addition, participants in the focus group interviews were specifically asked about the program effects of the P.A.T.H.S. Project only.
With reference to the argument of Shek et al. [2] that the authors should discuss the limitations of the qualitative evaluation studies conducted (Principle 12), the limitations of the study are outlined below. First, although the number of schools and students participating in the study can be regarded as acceptable using standards in the mainstream qualitative evaluation studies, it would be helpful if more schools and participants could be recruited. Second, in addition to the one-shot focus group interviews, it would be illuminating if regular and ongoing qualitative evaluation data could be collected. Third, although observation data have been collected [10] , the inclusion of other qualitative evaluation strategies such as in-depth individual interviews would be helpful to further understand the subjective experiences of the program participants. Finally, although 11 principles proposed by Shek et al. [2] were upheld in this study, peer checking and member checking (Principle 8) were not carried out in this study because of time and
